Montgomery Extra Section

County Council Turns to Attorney General in Dzspute

By Lom1 ARATANL
Washington Post Seaff Wrter

The Montgomery County
Council has fired back in

Dagley lhas the right to investigate
unmty school system operations.

The disagreement between the
couneil and the school board over
the inspector general’s authority
was prompted by Dagley's report
in February on the Seven Locks
Elementary School site in Poto-
mac. In his report, Dagley ques-
Honed whether the achool sys-
tem's decision to build an
elementary school on Kendale
Raoad, rather than adding space to
the current Seven Locks site, was
the most financially responsible
choice. The report also accused
the school system of misrepre-
senting community support for
the Kendale Road plan.

As a resull of Dagley's repoft

p]ans to build on Kendale R
& temporarily shelved wlule

buth bodies looked into the mat-
ter. After a series of public hear-
ings, the Kendale Road plan was
abandoned and a new one — to
add capacity to two elementary
schools, Bells Mills and Sewen
Locks -— was ad

In a 10-page letter Lo the state
attorney general, semior legisla-
thve attorney Michael E. Faden out-
lined legal arguments in support
of the council’s position that the
school system, like other county
agencies, is subject to scrutiny,
naoting that “MCPS did not object
to previous exercises of the In-
spector General's authority to ex-
amine its operations. Only when
omne of the Inspector General's re-
ports became too critical — cut
too close to the bane, as it were —
did MCPS summan its lawyers to
repel this trespasser.”

But some school board mem-
beraargueLhalDag]efsandanaa
not Hike

tendent Jerry D. Weast is thinking
alsour. his futu:e With his four-

pr
because the process was adversar-
ial, nol cooperative. They also
said that although Dagley called
his work a financial audit, the final
product did not match the state
education code’s definition of one.
School system officials maintain
that the inspector Feneral's in-
vestigative authority does not ap-
ply to thelr operations because
they are a state, not county, agen-

oy and therefore not subject to the
focal legislation thal autherizes
the inspector general to conduct
andits.

Faden argues in his letter that
the inspector general’s work does
not interfere with school system
aperations or the school board’s
ability to do its work, The issue,
he says, is accountability. School
system operations are the single
largest expenditure in the county
budget, and Faden argues that the
ecouncil and the public have a right
1o know where the money goes.

“MCPS is aot immune from
public and Council scrutiny,” Fa-
den wrote. “As its reaction to the
report may indicete, the Board of
Education might prefer less out-
side scrutiny from the Council or
anyone else. But the Board's pred-
erence does not define the lar
public interest. The applicable
State law should not be construed
te restrict, rather than enhance,
public scruliny of large school sys-
tems’ finances and operations.”

It is now up to the attorney gen-
eral to make a final determination
in the matter.

Contract Chatter

to expire in

Malch there's chatler that the

schools chief is pushing current

school hoard members to make a

strong statement of support as he
1 his yearly evahiath

61'29."2006

Wlth Board

students in the county have been
allowed to carry phonea (with cer-
tain restrictions) to school. Some
middle school students are al-
lowed to have phoneson canmpus,
hut omly after receiving a waiver.
Johuson — with a push from his
— was hoping to

pm
But he won't be able to secure a
wew contract prior to the electioin,
which will usher in at least two
new faces — incumbents Charles
M (At Large) and Gabe
Romero {Gaithershurg) are not
for reelection. Maryland
law prohibita school boards from
officially entering ioto contracts
until Feb, 1 omle year in which 4

carly

fo Weast. In July 2001, the school
board announced its intention to
renew Weast's contract even
though it did not expire until 2003
{there was a school board election
in 2002). Board members said the
action was mecessary to prevent
other school systems from wooing
Weast away.

5till, Wieast dismissed such talk
when questioned after Monday
night's board meeting.

“Not a story,” he said,

An Eloguent Finale

modify that rule,

Despite the objections of mid-
die sehool principals and school
security staff, the Montgomery
Biair senior eloquently argued his
point, proposing a plan that would

the waiver process and allow
students to have the phones but
keep them in their lockers during
the school day. He noted that al-
though cellphones are prohibited.
on middle school campuses with-
out a waiver, many kids carry
them anyway.

Euan:l member Patrieia 0'Neill
{Bethesda-Chevy Chase), who
several years ago helped lobby in
Mnapnha fm’ihe Law that allowed
high schoolers to carry cell
phm was supportive but can-

In the end her suggestion — to
allow a pifot program at two o
three middle schools during the
coming school year with a report
on the results next summer —
won approval

Costlier Lunches

It wae one of Sebastian Johw-
son’s legislative priorities for the
2005-06 school year. And at his
last meeting as student represen:
tative on the county school board
Monday night, he scored what
might be called a osmpmm:sem

tory.
At isane:  whether middle
hoolers should be allowed to

With school board elections set
Tor this fall, it seems that Superin-

have cellphones at school. Under
current rules, only high schoal

The pm:e of school ]unches is
T.he sdmol board, citing in-

30 cents, from $1, 95t0$2£5 aml.
by 45 cents in secondary school

from $2.05 to $2.50. Breakfast fnr
students will increase 25 cents to
$1.25, The new prices go into ef-
fect Aug. 28, the first day of
school.



